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Abstract
Background: The spinal column including its vertebrae and disks has been well examined and extensively reported
in relation to age-aggregated degeneration. In contrast, paravertebral muscles are poorly represented in describing
normative degeneration. Increasing evidence points to the importance of paravertebral muscle quality in low back
health, and their potential as a modifiable factor in low back pain (LBP). Studies examining normative decline of
paravertebral muscles are needed to advance the field’s etiological understanding. With a novel approach and
based on published data, we establish and compare decline rates of imaging features for degeneration of lumbar
vertebrae and disks, versus fatty infiltration in paravertebral muscles in asymptomatic adults.
Methods: Our cross-sectional simulation study examined age-aggregated data from three published studies who
reported on asymptomatic adults spanning 18–60 years. Prevalence rates of imaging degenerative features of the
spinal column were examined via logistic regression and compared with percentage fatty infiltration in erector spinae,
multifidus and psoas using synthetic data and Monte Carlo simulation with 10,000 endpoint-specific regression
iterations. General linear regression models were employed to estimate marginal effects of age reported as a one-year
change rate (with 95 % confidence intervals) for comparisons between all reported spinal features.
Results: Declines in multifidus (0.24 & 0.11 %/year), erector spinae (0.13 & 0.07 %/year), and psoas (0.04 %/year) occur
at similarly slow rates to disk protrusion (0.25 %/year), annular fissure (0.15 %/year), and spondylolisthesis (0.29 %/year).
Multifidus showed a trend for faster decline than erector spinae, particularly in men. Of the features examined, disk
signal loss declined fastest, and psoas muscle the slowest.
Conclusions: Degeneration of lumbar paravertebral muscles occurs slowly in asymptomatic adults, with a
tendency to be most pronounced in multifidus. Rate of decline of spinal structures represents a novel variable
that warrants inclusion as a known feature of the expected degenerative cascade, and to provide a basis for
comparison to diseases of the spine in research and clinical practice. Concurrent examination of spinal features
using advanced imaging to improve muscle analysis would be a strong addition to the field.
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Background
Low back pain (LBP) causes more global disability and
lost healthy years than any other condition [1]. It is a
common health problem forecast to have a wider soci-
etal impact alongside an increasingly ageing population
[2]. Identifying modifiable risk factors associated with
LBP is important in influencing the disease, and neces-
sary in understanding its etiology to develop targeted
and effective interventions. While LBP is a multifactorial
condition, lumbar paravertebral muscles are receiving
increased attention for their therapeutic, diagnostic and
prognostic (referred to as ‘theranostic’) potential.
Imaging features of spinal degeneration that are asso-
ciated with LBP are also prevalent in asymptomatic indi-
viduals [3]. Determining the natural history of ageing is
fundamental in understanding the spine in both health
and disease. Despite an established association between
paravertebral muscle degeneration and LBP [4–10], only
a modest literature describes the role of these muscles in
normal ageing [11, 12]. The importance of paravertebral
muscles in optimizing back health is increasingly ac-
knowledged and investigations determining normative
degenerative change and muscles’ capacity to influence
the course of recovery of LBP are needed.
In their meta-analysis of imaging studies, Brinjikji and
colleagues [3] describe the prevalence of spinal column
degenerative features in asymptomatic adult spines ac-
cording to decade, but without reference to muscle. This
omission likely reflects the paucity of available literature
in describing normal (or asymptomatic) ageing of para-
vertebral muscles [11–13], and thus a relative lack of
recognition towards non-invasive and reproducible
quantitative measurement of soft-tissues exists in clinical
practice. Traditional studies examining spinal muscle
quality in LBP have employed qualitative grading based
on the method of Kjaer et al. [7], or various semi-
quantitative and quantitative methods that determine fat
proportion within a cross-sectional area and defined
region of interest based on counting pixel number and
signal intensity [4, 14, 15]. As an advance from this prac-
tice, multi-echo imaging techniques like Dixon [16, 17]
and proton-density methods [18] are, or should be, con-
sidered for contemporary studies as quantification of
skeletal muscle fat content based on these imaging se-
quences is shown to have superior accuracy, visualization,
speed of acquisition and utility [5, 19–23]. Comparing the
wealth of literature reporting the natural history of degen-
eration of the vertebra and disks, with the recently pro-
moted quantification studies describing muscle change is
therefore somewhat difficult.
Fatty infiltration (FI) in skeletal muscle is an accepted
feature of declining muscle structure and quality [22, 24].
While studies have identified increasing paravertebral
FI with age in volunteers with [6, 25–27] and without
[11–13] LBP, its etiology in normative decline, and re-
lationship to other features of spinal degeneration, is
poorly understood. Divergent from an earlier under-
standing, Hodges et al. [28] describe muscle FI as a
feature of structural remodeling rather than muscle
atrophy in the ovine multifidus (MF) after experimen-
tal and controlled injury involving the intervertebral
disc. Human lumbar paravertebral muscle fat content
has been associated with spinal features of degener-
ation (e.g. facet joint osteoarthritis [6], spondylolisth-
esis [6], disc narrowing [6, 9], and type 2 Modic
change [9]). However, further information regarding
the relationship between normative declining muscle
quality and other features of spinal degeneration is
necessary to better understand their combined impact,
causation and potential for change with clinically-
relevant and more informed interventions.
In this cross-sectional study, we use a novel simulation
approach to compare age-related degenerative imaging
features of the spinal column and paravertebral muscle
FI of asymptomatic volunteers as documented in three
published studies: Brinjikji et al. [3] describe age-specific
prevalence rates of spinal column degeneration based on
a meta-analysis of 33 imaging studies reporting across
seven decades of life (20–89) [3]; Valentin et al. [12] re-
port percentage of FI for psoas major (psoas), MF and
erector spinae (ES) comparing two age-groups (18–25
with 45–60 years); and Crawford et al. [11] report FI in
MF and ES across four decades (20–29, 30–39, 40–49,
50–60 years). Both muscle studies employed a standard
multi-echo MRI sequencing that has been validated
against biopsy and across magnetic fields [29]. Our pri-
mary aim was to determine a yearly rate of decline of
muscle tissue (defined as increased percent FI) as com-
pared with reported degenerative changes of the spinal
column, given the latter typically benchmarks the nat-
ural history of age-related spinal change.
Methods
To enhance comparability between the studies, we in-
cluded published data for each study that represented
subjects between 18 and 60 years. Based on published
age-aggregated information (Table 1), we determined the
marginal effect of age with corresponding 95 % confi-
dence intervals (CI) for each degenerative feature as fol-
lows: For the Brinjikji et al. [3] study that reported
prevalence rates for eight degenerative features, a sample
of observations for each of the degenerative features cor-
responding to the summed total of subjects in the first
four age groups from their study was created. All statis-
tical analyses, including simulations, were carried out in
Stata 14 (StataCorp, College Station, TX).
More specifically, we created samples of n = 1603 (disk
degeneration), n = 613 (disk signal loss), n = 572 (disk
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height loss), n = 430 (disk bulge), n = 1408 (disk protru-
sion), n = 996 (annular fissure), n = 849 (facet degener-
ation), and n = 284 (spondylolisthesis). Subjects within
each sample were distributed across the four age groups
of 20–50s according to the sample of subjects reported
by Brinjikji et al. [3] in the respective age groups; re-
ported prevalence of degeneration per age group (%) was
then used to assign corresponding proportions of 1 (de-
generative) and 0 (not degenerative) to subjects within
each age group. For example, synthetic data for disk de-
generation comprised a total sample of 1603 subjects
(273 + 604 + 415 + 311). In age group 20, 101 of 273 sub-
jects were assigned values 1 (37 % degenerative) and 172
subjects were assigned values 0 (63 % not degenerative).
Similarly, 314 of 604 (52 %), 282 of 415 (68 %) and 294
of 311 (80 %) subjects in age groups 30, 40 and 50 re-
spectively were classified as having a disk degeneration
(Table 1). Logistic regression analyses were then used to
estimate prevalence rates from the synthetic data and to
determine the marginal effects of age together with CIs
for each degenerative feature. For two degenerative fea-
tures (facet degeneration and spondylolisthesis), no in-
formation on the number of subjects in the age-groups
20–29 and 30–39 was available; we assumed a sample
size of 100 in each of these two groups. By way of justifi-
cation, this sample size is roughly twice the size of any
reported age-specific sample in the spondylolisthesis
group, and of four out of five reported age-specific sam-
ples in the facet degeneration group. This yielded CIs
that were narrower than they would have been had we
assumed sample sizes similar to the reported ones. Con-
sequently, choosing higher sample sizes made it more
challenging to demonstrate that marginal effects of age
were not different between end-points, i.e. showed a
similar rate of decline.
Similarly, data from Valentin et al. [12] and Crawford
et al. [11] were simulated from information on their
published age-aggregated data (Table 1). The original
age- and sex-specific sample sizes, means and standard
deviations for each muscle’s FI% were used in a Monte
Carlo simulation where 10,000 samples of age-specific
normal random variates with sample size, mean and
standard deviation were drawn equivalent to the original
studies. General linear regression models (Gaussian)
were then used to estimate marginal effects of age with
corresponding CIs. Figure 1 depicts the general flow of
the simulation for each endpoint of the Crawford/Valen-
tin muscle studies.
For the Crawford study [11], we created samples of
n = 80 subjects for each endpoint (i.e. MF + ES). Sub-
jects within each sample were distributed across the
four age groups 20–29 to 50–60 according to the
Table 1 Reference data used for age-specific prevalence estimates (%) for degenerative features of the spinal column (Brinjikji et al.
[3]) and paravertebral muscle fat (%; ± standard deviation; Crawford et al. [11] and Valentin et al. [12]) according to age. Sample sizes
are in parentheses
Study Age (years)
Brinjikji et al. 2015 [3] Imaging Finding 20 30 40 50 n
Disk degeneration 37 % (273) 52 % (604) 68 % (415) 80 % (311) (1603)
Disk signal loss 17 % (46) 33 % (142) 54 % (352) 73 % (73) (613)
Disk height loss 24 % (15) 34 % (163) 45 % (186) 56 % (208) (572)
Disk bulge 30 % (55) 40 % (101) 50 % (151) 60 % (123) (430)
Disk protrusion 29 % (87) 31 % (468) 33 % (490) 36 % (363) (1408)
Annular fissure 19 % (167) 20 % (350) 22 % (426) 23 % (53) (996)
Facet degeneration 4 % (0), (100)a 9 % (0), (100)a 18 % (596) 32 % (53) (849)
Spondylolisthesis 3 % (0), (100)a 5 % (0), (100)a 8 % (31) 14 % (53) (284)
Crawford et al. 2015 [11] Paravertebral muscles 20–29 30–39 40–49 50–60
MF + ES 12.4 ± 3.7(20) 15.9 ± 5.0(20) 15.7 ± 4.5 (20) 18.1 ± 7.8 (20) (80)
Multifidus 16.3 ± 5.3 (20) 20.8 ± 6.4 (20) 21.6 ± 6.1 (20) 24.1 ± 8.7 (20) (80)
Erector spinae 10.1 ± 4.7 (20) 12.9 ± 4.3 (20) 12.4 ± 3.4 (20) 14.7 ± 7.3 (20) (80)
Valentin et al. 2015 [12] Paravertebral muscles 18–25 45–60
Psoas 35.7 ± 2.0 (12) 37.1 ± 1.5 (12) (24)
MF + ES 40.2 ± 3.0 (12) 42.8 ± 2.9 (12) (24)
Multifidus 40.7 ± 3.4 (12) 43.9 ± 3.7 (12) (24)
Erector spinae 39.6 ± 2.8 (12) 41.8 ± 2.3 (12) (24)
MF + ES multifidus and erector spinae combined, n total sample size
aSample size of 100 assumed in simulation
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sample of subjects reported by Crawford et al. [11] in
each age group (n = 20) and reported means and
standard deviations within each age group (Table 1)
were used to create corresponding normal random
variates using Stata’s rnormal command. Similarly, we
created samples of n = 24 subjects for each endpoint
in the Valentin study [12] (psoas, MF + ES) and sub-
jects within each sample were distributed across the
two age groups 18–25 and 46–60 according to the
sample of subjects reported by Valentin et al. [12] in
each age group (n–12). Again, reported means and
standard deviations within each age group (Table 1)
were used to create corresponding normal random
variates. For each endpoint reported in the Crawford
[11] and Valentin [12] studies, the process of data
generation and a corresponding regression analysis
was repeated 10,000 times in order reduce the effect
of noise in the simulated data.
For example, the total Crawford MF + ES sample of 80
subjects (20 + 20 + 20 + 20) in Table 1 was simulated by
generating 20 normal random MF + ES variates with
mean 12.4 and standard deviation 3.7 for age group 20–
29 using the Stata rnormal (12.4, 3.7) command. Simi-
larly, random MF + ES variates with mean (standard
deviation) 15.9 (5.0), 15.7 (4.5) and 18.1 (7.8) were
generated for the remaining age groups 30–39, 40–49,
50–60. The generated MF + ES variates were then
regressed on age. The MF + ES simulation process,
meaning sample generation and regression, was iter-
ated 10,000 times. Where appropriate, a similar simu-
lation procedure was used to estimate gender–specific
rates of decline.
Likelihood ratio test was used to make comparison be-
tween saturated models using original age-group factor
variables, with models employing a linear age predictor
derived from the mid-points of the original age-groups.
All tests showed that the linearity assumption was not
violated. Hence, we report marginal effects of a 1-year
change in age (and CIs) for all imaging-identified
features of spinal degeneration, including increasing FI
in paravertebral muscles, marginal effects per year were
used to depict a relative rate of decline per variable.
Results
Figure 2 presents our simulated relative rates of decline
for eight spinal column degenerative features based on
Brinjikji et al. [3], alongside lumbar paravertebral muscle
FI% (MF, ES, Psoas and MF + ES combined) based on
Crawford et al. (C; [11]) and Valentin et al (V; [12]). De-
cline in MF + ES (Crawford 0.17 %/year, CI:0.06–0.28;
Fig. 1 Flow chart of Monte Carlo Simulation process for synthetic Crawford et al. [11] and Valentin et al. [12] data. Footnote: epj corresponds to a
random sample of endpoint variates in the j-th age group. muj corresponds to the mean value of the endpoint in the j-th age group. sdj corresponds
to the standard deviation of the endpoint in the j-th age group. sj corresponds to the sample size of the endpoint in the j-th age group
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Valentin 0.09 %/year, CI:0.01–0.17), MF (Crawford
0.24 %/year, CI:0.11–0.37; Valentin 0.11 %/year, CI:0.01–
0.21), ES (Crawford 0.13 %/year, CI:0.03–0.23; Valentin
0.07 %/year, CI:0.00–0.14) and PS (Valentin 0.04 %/year,
CI: −0.01–0.09) occur at similarly slow rates to disk pro-
trusion (0.25 %/year, CI: −0.02–0.52), annular fissure
(0.15 %/year, CI: −0.16–0.46) and spondylolisthesis
(0.29 %/year, CI:0.03–0.55). Disk signal loss declined
fastest at 1.94 %/year (CI:1.47–2.41); its lower boundary
of the CI was higher than each variable’s upper boundary
except disk degeneration and disk height loss. In de-
scending rate, disk signal loss, disk degeneration, disk
height loss, facet degeneration and bulging disk’s lower
CI boundaries were higher than upper boundaries of
each of the other variables (Table 2). While CIs were
overlapping, MF showed a trend for faster decline than
ES in both paravertebral muscle studies, while PS had
the lowest rate of decline of all parameters. Trends for
slower MF decline (women 0.18 %/year, CI: −0.03–0.39;
men 0.30 %/year, CI:0.16–0.44) and faster ES decline
(women 0.15 %/year, CI: −0.01–0.31; men 0.11 %/year,
CI:0.04–0.14) were shown in women (Table 3).
Tables 2 and 3 give additional and more detailed in-
formation on the estimated relative decline rates
based on synthetic data and Monte Carlo simulation,
including number of iterations, sample size, range and
standard errors.
Discussion
Our study reports a novel method for comparing yearly
rate of decline of accepted features of spinal degeneration
as determined through imaging studies involving asymp-
tomatic participants. Providing reference values for norma-
tive rate of degeneration that includes all structures of the
spinal column including muscle represents a new direction
for examining spinal tissues, and may have theranostic
value in managing the effects of both ageing and LBP.
While muscle tissues are alluded to in the degenerative
cascade [13, 30], literature to date has focused on the nat-
ural history of degeneration of the vertebra and disks for
describing age-aggregated decline of the spinal column.
The yearly rate of increasing paravertebral muscle fat con-
tent determined in our study was low and in agreement in
both muscle studies used, which suggests a relatively
slow decline to lumbar muscle quality into healthy
adulthood. Whether this trend continues into older age
(>60 years) for both genders, and other regional mus-
cles, requires further investigation.
Fig. 2 Yearly decline (%) with 95 % confidence interval whiskers for eight degenerative imaging features of the spinal column as derived from
Brinjikji et al. [3], alongside paravertebral muscle decline based on Crawford et al. [11] (C) and Valentin et al. [12] (V)
Table 2 Regression estimates for yearly decline with synthetic
Brinjikji data
Endpoint n b(age) se(b) 95 % CI
Disk degeneration 1603 1.429 0.106 1.221–1.637
Disk signal loss 613 1.939 0.238 1.472–2.405
Disk height loss 572 1.065 0.224 0.626–1.505
Disk bulge 430 0.985 0.224 0.545–1.425
Disk protrusion 1408 0.247 0.140 −0.027–0.522
Annular fissure 996 0.146 0.157 −0.162–0.455
Facet degeneration 849 1.050 0.218 0.624–1.477
Spondylolisthesis 284 0.288 0.131 0.032–0.544
b(age) regression estimate of yearly decline per age year, se(b) standard error
of b(age), n sample size, CI 95 % confidence interval
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Two population-based studies report longitudinal
change to paravertebral muscle quality determined from
MRI in participants aged 40 plus [15, 31] and offer a com-
parison for actual decline to our simulated data. Hebert
et al. [31] reported 28.8 % MF fat content at age 40,
28.7 % at 45, and 31.6 % at 49 years of age for their group.
While these values indicate a non-linear increase in fat
content, the yearly rate of decline calculated between 40
and 49 age time-points is calculated to be 0.31 %. This rate
is slightly higher than shown for MF in our two studies
(Crawford = 0.24 % and Valentin = 0.11 %), and may be ex-
plained by their sample including a proportion of individ-
uals with LBP and/or older age. Fortin et al. [15] reported
reduction of functional cross-sectional area (FCSA; fat-
free muscle tissue) for MF/ES of 29/42 % at L3/4, and 37/
78 % at L5/S1 over their 15 year follow-up of male twins.
Assuming linear decline, this suggests yearly rates of 1.9/
2.8 % and 2.5/5.2 %, respectively, which are higher again
and may reflect their older average age, sex differences
[11], a partly symptomatic sample, and/or the differing
variable. Interestingly, Fortin et al. [15] reported FCSA/
CSA percent reduction for MF/ES to be 0.21/0.30 % and
0.21/0.40 % at L3/4 and L5/S1, respectively. Whether this
variable relates best to change to FI requires further
substantiation in comparative studies. However, that
two population cohorts showed faster paravertebral
muscle decline than for the asymptomatic cohorts used
in our modelling, suggests potential for differences in
rate secondary to painful (or possibly non-painful)
symptoms that at least warrants further investigation.
Furthermore, the trends for rate differences noted be-
tween paravertebral muscles in ours and the Fortin
et al. [15] study indicate a non-uniform decline between
muscles that may be important in understanding the
etiology of FI and any implications for targeted (and
likely muscle-differential) therapies.
Table 3 Regression estimates for yearly decline obtained from Monte Carlo simulations (synthetic Crawford et al. (C)/Valentin et al
(V) data) including data for women and men from the Crawford et al. study
Endpoint Variable Iteration n Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
MF + ES C (women) b(age) 10000 40 0.162 0.099 −0.222 0.502
se(b) 10000 40 0.087 0.013 0.046 0.142
Multifidus C (women) b(age) 10000 40 0.185 0.114 −0.341 0.632
se(b) 10000 40 0.105 0.014 0.057 0.159
Erector Spinae C (women) b(age) 10000 40 0.153 0.090 −0.183 0.486
se(b) 10000 40 0.079 0.013 0.040 0.133
MF + ES C (men) b(age) 10000 40 0.175 0.044 −0.005 0.328
se(b) 10000 40 0.048 0.006 0.027 0.077
Multifidus C (men) b(age) 10000 40 0.299 0.063 0.077 0.544
se(b) 10000 40 0.070 0.009 0.040 0.102
Erector Spinae C (men) b(age) 10000 40 0.113 0.032 −0.001 0.232
se(b) 10000 40 0.035 0.005 0.021 0.055
MF + ES C b(age) 10000 80 0.169 0.060 −0.072 0.370
se(b) 10000 80 0.055 0.005 0.037 0.080
Mulitfidus C b(age) 10000 80 0.244 0.071 −0.036 0.509
se(b) 10000 80 0.068 0.006 0.044 0.094
Erector Spinae C b(age) 10000 80 0.132 0.059 −0.088 0.435
se(b) 10000 80 0.051 0.005 0.036 0.070
Psoas V b(age) 10000 24 0.044 0.024 −0.048 0.126
se(b) 10000 24 0.024 0.004 0.012 0.041
Multifidus V b(age) 10000 24 0.105 0.048 −0.064 0.297
se(b) 10000 24 0.048 0.007 0.025 0.074
Erector Spinae V b(age) 10000 24 0.072 0.034 −0.088 0.208
se(b) 10000 24 0.034 0.005 0.017 0.055
MF + ES V b(age) 10000 24 0.088 0.040 −0.061 0.239
se(b) 10000 24 0.040 0.006 0.018 0.062
b(age) regression estimate of yearly decline per age year, se(b) standard error of b(age), Iteration number of iterations in the Monte Carlo simulation, n sample
size, Std. Dev. standard deviation
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The relative rate of increasing fat content in paraverteb-
ral muscles compared best with that of disk protrusion,
spondylolisthesis and annular fissure. While caution
should be exercised in making comments regarding com-
mon causation between these features, we postulate that
an etiological relationship exists. Similar decline rates for
spondylolisthesis and muscle quality can be rationalized
on a neuro-mechanical basis. Paravertebral muscle de-
nervation is present in asymptomatic individuals [32], with
MF purported to be morphologically susceptible to effects
of neural stretching after disk height loss and subsequent
listhesis resulting in asymptomatic denervation [33].
Kalichman et al. [6] and Teichtahl et al. [9] reported a re-
lationship between disk height loss and paravertebral
muscle fat in patients, with the former also showing
correlation to spondylolisthesis. Disuse-related muscle at-
rophy relates to deconditioning, local tensile unload and
altered muscle recruitment [4, 34, 35], which Hodges et al.
[28] purported was based on changes secondary to struc-
tural remodeling rather than atrophy. It seems probable
that the faster declining loss of disk height shown in our
study precedes declining muscle quality and spondylo-
listhesis within the normative ageing cascade. Further-
more, we speculate that our results showing descending
rates of decline starting from disk signal loss, to disk de-
generation, then disk height loss, facet degeneration and
disk bulge, preceding disk protrusion, annular fissure,
spondylolisthesis and paravertebral muscle tissue decline,
are a representation of Kirkaldy-Willis et al.’s [30] degen-
erative cascade. Longitudinal investigations are required
to substantiate this.
The relationship between muscle decline and disk pro-
trusion or annular fissure is difficult to explain without
details describing criteria determining each feature from
the primary sources referenced by Brinjikji et al. [3], par-
ticularly in light of bulging disks being included as a sep-
arate category. Both disk protrusion and annular fissure
predominate in the posterolateral and posterior disk, re-
spectively and represent disruption to the nociceptive
annular layers [36]. Whether the proximity of the poster-
ior disk to the paravertebral muscle tissues and likeli-
hood for exposure to common inflammatory mediators
has a bearing on any etiological association to degenera-
tive decline is speculation. However, several animal stud-
ies from Hodges and colleagues [28, 35, 37] describe
rapid atrophy or re-modelling after experimental disk
injury, so an association probably exists.
Age-related change to skeletal muscle quality differs
between sexes, wherein, men lose more muscle with age-
ing, yet women suffer greater functional consequences
[24]. Our trend revealing lumbar MF declining faster
and ES slower in men than women may reflect sex-
dependent degeneration of paravertebral muscle quality
whose influence is likely multifactorial. Furthermore, the
kinematics of MF and ES based on their different
morphology and architecture may point to a need for
differential therapeutic strategies in optimizing muscle
quality and function.
Comparisons between both muscle studies we used
showed consistently lower decline rates in the Valentin
et al. [12] parameters, despite reporting higher fat con-
tent compared to the Crawford et al. [11] study; sample
differences including demographics and activity levels
offer a probable rationale for the disparity. While our
study references asymptomatic cohorts, we cannot as-
sume that samples included lifetime pain-free subjects,
and as such, previous common (or ongoing and under-
lying) inflammatory mechanisms to decline cannot be
discounted.
Our study should be interpreted in light of its limita-
tions. The cross-sectional nature limits its generalizability
wherein concordance with secular changes cannot be
assumed. Longitudinal studies that concurrently examine
degenerative features of the spinal column and paraverteb-
ral musculature would offer improvement but are unrealis-
tic in determining rate of decline over the wide age-range
described here. Examining normative imaging datasets de-
rived using advanced sequencing like proton density fat-
fraction and Dixon fat/water MRI would be warranted in
enabling concurrent visualization of both spinal col-
umn and adjacent musculature [16–18]. While we
consider our simulation design to be statistically
sound, drawing comparisons between prevalence rates
for spinal degenerative features and actual paraverteb-
ral muscle FI is a new approach in determining rate
of decline. The robustness of this method might be
best tested with comparisons to longitudinal studies
that employ methods able to reliably detect serial
yearly changes of the small magnitude defined by our
study. This is not limited to the lumbar spine region.
Conclusions
In conclusion, lumbar paravertebral muscle degeneration
as defined by increasing FI appears to occur relatively
slowly in asymptomatic adults aged 18 to 60 years in
comparison to degeneration of the spinal column.
Muscle decline warrants inclusion as a feature of the
normative degenerative cascade. Further investigation is
necessary to determine the functional significance of the
rate of decline of paravertebral muscle tissues, and by
comparison to people with LBP and other musculoskel-
etal disease.
Abbreviations
CI, 95 % confidence intervals; ES, erector spinae; FI, fatty infiltration; LBP,
low back pain; MF, multifidus; MF + ES, multifidus & erector spinae
combined; PS, psoas; Theranostic, convergence of terms therapeutic,
diagnostic and prognostic
Crawford et al. Scoliosis and Spinal Disorders  (2016) 11:21 Page 7 of 9
Acknowledgements
The authors would like to acknowledge the input from reviewers who
contributed to an improved manuscript.
Funding
Not applicable.
Availability of data and materials
The data supporting the conclusions of this article is based on Monte Carlo
simulations, that is data is artificially created, for example, from a random
normal distribution based on parameters such as the sample size, the mean
and standard deviation. This process is repeated in each of the 10,000
simulation cycles that we used to estimate the parameters of an end-point.
Consequently, there is no dataset in the traditional sense and it makes little
sense to provide all 10,000 data sets per end-point. However, the code used for
one end-point (logistic and linear regression) in the simulation process can be
provided on request to the corresponding (RJC) or statistical (TV) author.
Authors’ contributions
Authors RJC and TV conceived and designed the study; all authors have
made substantial contributions to the analysis and interpretation of the data,
been involved in drafting the manuscript or revising it critically for important
intellectual content, given final approval of the version to be published, and
have agreed to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that
questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are
appropriately investigated and resolved.
Competing interests
Authors RC, TV, SV and MM have no conflicts of interest. JE is in receipt of an
NIH research grant (2014-19) for a cervical spine investigation, and provides
consultation outside the submitted work as part-owner/investor in a medical
consulting startup.
Consent for publication
Not applicable.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.
Author details
1Institute for Health Sciences, School of Health Professions, ZHAW, Zurich
University of Applied Sciences, Technikumstrasse 81, CH-8401 Winterthur,
Switzerland. 2Faculty of Health Sciences, Curtin University, Perth, Australia.
3Equine Clinic, University of Veterinary Medicine, Vienna, Austria. 4Institute for
Sport, Physical Education & Health Sciences, The University of Edinburgh,
Edinburgh, UK. 5Centre for Medical Research, University of Western Australia,
Perth, Australia. 6Feinberg School of Medicine, Northwestern University,
Chicago, USA. 7School of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of
Queensland, Brisbane, Australia.
Received: 9 March 2016 Accepted: 19 July 2016
References
1. Vos, et al. Global, regional, and national age-sex specific all-cause and
cause-specific mortality for 240 causes of death, 1990–2013: a systematic
analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2013. Lancet. 2015;
385(9963):117–71.
2. Hoy D, March L, Brooks P, Blyth F, Woolf A, Bain C, Williams G, Smith E, Vos T,
Barendregt J, et al. The global burden of low back pain: estimates from the
Global Burden of Disease 2010 study. Ann Rheum Dis. 2014;73(6):968–74.
3. Brinjikji W, Luetmer PH, Comstock B, Bresnahan BW, Chen LE, Deyo RA,
Halabi S, Turner JA, Avins AL, James K, et al. Systematic literature review of
imaging features of spinal degeneration in asymptomatic populations.
Am J Neuroradiol. 2015;36(4):811–6.
4. Danneels LA, Vanderstraeten GG, Cambier DC, Witvrouw EE, De Cuyper HJ.
CT imaging of trunk muscles in chronic low back pain patients and healthy
control subjects. Eur Spine J. 2000;9(4):266–72.
5. Fischer MA, Nanz D, Shimakawa A, Schirmer T, Guggenberger R, Chhabra A,
Carrino JA, Andreisek G. Quantification of muscle fat in patients with low
back pain: comparison of multi-echo MR imaging with single-voxel MR
spectroscopy. Radiology. 2013;266(2):555–63.
6. Kalichman L, Hodges P, Li L, Guermazi A, Hunter DJ. Changes in paraspinal
muscles and their association with low back pain and spinal degeneration:
CT study. Eur Spine J. 2010;19(7):1136–44.
7. Kjaer P, Bendix T, Sorensen JS, Korsholm L, Leboeuf-Yde C. Are MRI-defined
fat infiltrations in the multifidus muscles associated with low back pain?
BMC Med. 2007;5:2.
8. Ploumis A, Michailidis N, Christodoulou P, Kalaitzoglou I, Gouvas G, Beris A.
Ipsilateral atrophy of paraspinal and psoas muscle in unilateral back pain
patients with monosegmental degenerative disc disease. Br J Radiol.
2011;84(1004):709–13.
9. Teichtahl AJ, Urquhart DM, Wang Y, Wluka AE, Wijethilake P, O'Sullivan R,
Cicuttini FM. Fat infiltration of paraspinal muscles is associated with low
back pain, disability, and structural abnormalities in community-based
adults. Spine J. 2015;15(7):1593–601.
10. Fortin M, Macedo LG. Multifidus and paraspinal muscle group cross-
sectional areas of patients with low back pain and control patients: a
systematic review with a focus on blinding. Phys Ther. 2013;93(7):873–88.
11. Crawford RJ, Filli L, Elliott JM, Nanz D, Fischer M, Marcon M, Ulbrich EJ.
Age- and level-dependence of fatty infiltration in lumbar paravertebral
muscles of healthy volunteers. Am J Neuroradiol. 2016;37(4):472–78.
12. Valentin S, Licka T, Elliott JM. Age and side-related morphometric MRI
evaluation of trunk muscles in people without back pain. Man Ther.
2015;20(1):90–5.
13. Haig AJ. Paraspinal denervation and the spinal degenerative cascade. Spine
J. 2002;2(5):372–80.
14. D'Hooge R, Cagnie B, Crombez G, Vanderstraeten G, Dolphens M, Danneels
L. Increased intramuscular fatty infiltration without differences in lumbar
muscle cross-sectional area during remission of unilateral recurrent low
back pain. Man Ther. 2012;17(6):584–8.
15. Fortin M, Videman T, Gibbons LE, Battie MC. Paraspinal muscle morphology
and composition: a 15-yr longitudinal magnetic resonance imaging study.
Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2014;46(5):893–901.
16. Dixon WT. Simple proton spectroscopic imaging. Radiology. 1984;153(1):
189–94.
17. Ma J. Dixon techniques for water and fat imaging. J Magn Reson Imaging.
2008;28(3):543–58.
18. Reeder SB, Hu HH, Sirlin CB. Proton density fat-fraction: a standardized MR-
based biomarker of tissue fat concentration. J Magn Reson Imaging.
2012;36(5):1011–4.
19. Elliott JM, Courtney DM, Rademaker A, Pinto D, Sterling MM, Parrish TB. The
rapid and progressive degeneration of the cervical multifidus in whiplash: A
MRI study of fatty infiltration. Spine. 2015;40(12):E694–700.
20. Elliott JM. Magnetic resonance imaging: generating a new pulse in the
physical therapy profession. J Orthop Sports Phys Ther. 2011;41(11):803–5.
21. Elliott JM, Flynn TW, Al-Najjar A, Press J, Nguyen B, Noteboom JT. The pearls
and pitfalls of magnetic resonance imaging for the spine. J Orthop Sports
Phys Ther. 2011;41(11):848–60.
22. Elliott JM, Kerry R, Flynn T, Parrish TB. Content not quantity is a better
measure of muscle degeneration in whiplash. Man Ther. 2013;18(6):578–82.
23. Elliott JM, Walton DM, Rademaker A, Parrish TB. Quantification of cervical
spine muscle fat: a comparison between T1-weighted and multi-echo
gradient echo imaging using a variable projection algorithm (VARPRO). BMC
Med Imaging. 2013;13:30.
24. Mitchell WK, Williams J, Atherton P, Larvin M, Lund J, Narici M. Sarcopenia,
dynapenia, and the impact of advancing age on human skeletal muscle size
and strength; a quantitative review. Front Physiol. 2012;3:260.
25. Fortin M, Gibbons LE, Videman T, Battie MC. Do variations in paraspinal
muscle morphology and composition predict low back pain in men? Scand
J Med Sci Sports. 2015;25(6):880–7.
26. Fortin M, Yuan Y, Battie MC. Factors associated with paraspinal muscle
asymmetry in size and composition in a general population sample of men.
Phys Ther. 2013;93(11):1540–50.
27. Meakin JR, Fulford J, Seymour R, Welsman JR, Knapp KM. The relationship
between sagittal curvature and extensor muscle volume in the lumbar
spine. J Anatomy. 2013;222(6):608–14.
28. Hodges PW, James G, Blomster L, Hall L, Schmid A, Shu C, Little C, Melrose
J. Multifidus muscle changes after back injury are characterized by structural
remodeling of muscle, adipose and connective tissue, but not muscle
atrophy: Molecular and morphological evidence. Spine. 2015;40(14):1057–71.
Crawford et al. Scoliosis and Spinal Disorders  (2016) 11:21 Page 8 of 9
29. Smith AC, Parrish TB, Abbott R, Hoggarth MA, Mendoza K, Chen YF, Elliott
JM. Muscle-fat MRI: 1.5 Tesla and 3.0 Tesla versus histology. Muscle Nerve.
2014;50(2):170–6.
30. Kirkaldy-Willis WH, Wedge JH, Yong-Hing K, Reilly J. Pathology and
pathogenesis of lumbar spondylosis and stenosis. Spine. 1978;3(4):319–28.
31. Hebert JJ, Kjaer P, Fritz JM, Walker BF. The relationship of lumbar multifidus
muscle morphology to previous, current, and future low back pain: a 9-year
population-based prospective cohort study. Spine. 2014;39(17):1417–25.
32. Tong HC, Haig AJ, Yamakawa KS, Miner JA. Paraspinal electromyography:
age-correlated normative values in asymptomatic subjects. Spine.
2005;30(17):E499–502.
33. Haig AJ, London Z, Sandella DE. Symmetry of paraspinal muscle
denervation in clinical lumbar spinal stenosis: support for a hypothesis of
posterior primary ramus stretching? Muscle Nerve. 2013;48(2):198–203.
34. Hides J, Gilmore C, Stanton W, Bohlscheid E. Multifidus size and symmetry
among chronic LBP and healthy asymptomatic subjects. Man Ther.
2008;13(1):43–9.
35. Hodges P, Holm AK, Hansson T, Holm S. Rapid atrophy of the lumbar
multifidus follows experimental disc or nerve root injury. Spine. 2006;31(25):
2926–33.
36. Urban JP, Roberts S. Degeneration of the intervertebral disc. Arthritis Res
Ther. 2003;5(3):120–30.
37. Hodges PW, James G, Blomster L, Hall L, Schmid AB, Shu C, Little C, Melrose
J. Can proinflammatory cytokine gene expression explain multifidus muscle
fiber changes after an intervertebral disc lesion? Spine. 2014;39(13):1010–7.
•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 
•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal
•  We provide round the clock customer support 
•  Convenient online submission
•  Thorough peer review
•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 
•  Maximum visibility for your research
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:
Crawford et al. Scoliosis and Spinal Disorders  (2016) 11:21 Page 9 of 9
